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For Kate and Morgan


and for anyone who’s ever asked, “Who am I?”





Georgie
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Our kitchen window was only open two inches, but before I even went outside I could tell the dogs smelled particularly rotten today. Probably because it had been raining for forty-eight hours and damp canine fur stinks like old pumpkins two weeks after Halloween. I was already late for work, but I made a cup of mint tea anyway, to take with me, so I’d have something pleasant to inhale.


I live with my mother in an apartment on Mercer Street right above The Pampered Pooch. That salmon-colored building. In order to afford such luxury Mom teaches painting at the high school (where a coterie of sophomores spatter themselves with alizarin crimson and follow her around like indentured servants). Now you think you know all about me.


This much is true: We’re part of the 10 percent of people in Scrub Harbor who don’t live in a house they own. We’re not related to anybody else in town, which puts us in an even smaller minority, and guarantees that we’ll never find a decent place to live. And, yes, our front lawn is a minefield of poop.


You probably think anybody who lives over a pink puppy parlor must be a traumatically scarred individual. How can she ask her friends to come home with her after school? How can she give directions to her new boyfriend? How can she stand the pity in the eyes of her classmates?


I only have one friend (if you don’t count MaryLinn who’s thirty-five) and Christine thinks our house is “exotic” (which I think means there’s only one bathroom and more artwork than furniture). There aren’t any boyfriends. And what’s mostly in the eyes of my classmates is boredom. They wouldn’t care if I lived in a compost bin.


My mother read the numbers on the digital clock, bless her somnolent little heart. “Eight forty-five!” she bellowed from her bedroom, her face, I would bet, barely raised off the pillow. “You better get down there.”


“I’m going.” MaryLinn doesn’t care if I’m a few minutes late on a Saturday. She remembers being a kid. Anyway, she likes me. (Which is probably more than my mother would admit to.)


I ran down the stairs so I wouldn’t get soaked, and took a deep breath before I opened the back door MaryLinn left unlocked for me. Ugh. I get used to it in ten or fifteen minutes, but that first whiff of wet doggy mixed with the lemon-perfumed soap MaryLinn uses always makes my stomach a little quivery. I stuck my nose down into the plastic mug and sniffed up some mint before heading through the bathing room on my way to the reception area.


Linda already had the shampoo on a fat little beagle I didn’t recognize. She rolled her eyes at me as I passed through.


“Karen’s out sick. Oughta be a hell of a day. Two of us doing forty dogs.”


“I could help you if MaryLinn would let me,” I said.


“You’re not trained. No insurance. She could get sued.”


“By who? I wouldn’t sue her.”


Linda snorted, like she thought I’d be the first one to haul in the attorneys the minute a schnauzer snapped. Linda’s not crazy about me, but it’s not personal; she told me once she just doesn’t care for teenagers. I figure that’s fair; I’m not too nuts about them myself.


I could tell who was in the reception room before I even opened the door—that high-pitched voice was unmistakable. Every other Saturday, rain, snow, hurricane, volcanic eruption, nuclear meltdown, it doesn’t matter, Mrs. Carstenson brings her tiny, mean, one-hundred-year-old dachshund in for a grooming. And then she stands there for twenty minutes talking MaryLinn’s ear off about whatever local political situation has her riled up that week. The funny thing is her daughter Gretchen, who’s in my class at the high school, is exactly the same. She’s president, secretary, or treasurer of about half the clubs, and is always carrying on about somebody’s rights being trampled. I’m pretty sure nobody has ever actually stepped on hers, though. Basically she’s just a big show-off like her mother.


As usual, MaryLinn turned and winked at me when I came in, then went back to nodding her head at Mrs. Carstenson’s lecture. As usual, Mrs. Carstenson paid no attention to me whatsoever. As usual, her dumb dog started barking at me like I’d just broken into his mansion.


“I don’t know why people are getting so emotional about it,” Mrs. Carstenson was shrieking. “It’s not as though we want to change the town’s name to Camelot or something. The harbor is already called Folly Bay. That name is just as historical, if that’s what’s bothering them, as Scrub Harbor, but with so much more appeal. They called it Scrub Harbor after some bushy little trees that were cut down years ago. You see what I mean, don’t you, MaryLinn?”


MaryLinn never broke her smile. “Oh, sure I do, Mrs. C. But you know, some people were born and raised here and they just don’t like the idea—”


“Oh!” Mrs. Carstenson shuddered. “If I hear that once more! Everybody was born and raised somewhere, MaryLinn! Just because you happen to arrive on earth in a certain location doesn’t mean that it should never change from that moment on!”


“Well, no, that’s not what I—”


“People need to be more broad-minded about this.”


MaryLinn continued to smile, though I had the feeling it was costing her a little more right then. “Changing the name of your town is kind of a big thing, Mrs. C. People are used to living in Scrub Harbor; they don’t want to wake up tomorrow living in a new place. Just because Folly Bay sounds better in a real estate ad than Scrub Harbor may not matter that much to some people.”


Before Mrs. C. could launch another attack, MaryLinn turned to me. “Georgie, would you take Pattypan in and have Linda set her up for me? We don’t want to get backed up. Then come out and watch the desk so I can start washin’ doggies.”


I took the leash of the growling peanut and pulled him through the door into the bathing room. Pattypan Squash, she calls him. I’ve heard my share of stupid pet names working here, but that about tops the list.


“MaryLinn says to get Pattypan set up and she’ll be here in a minute.”


Linda rolled her eyes again. Every time she does that I can hear my grandmother saying they’re going to stay that way. By the time I got back to the reception desk Mrs. Carstenson was just going out the door.


“Sorry I was late,” I said. “I guess it’s a busy day.”


MaryLinn was buttoning up her blue plastic smock over her wide waistline, getting ready to get wet. “Yup. Karen’s out and the schedule is filled up. But we’ll manage, hon. We always do.” She was still smiling—that smile is practically a permanent fixture on her face, but it isn’t a phony thing. I think she just feels good about her life most of the time.


She told me once she wasn’t at all sorry she never got married. She likes living with her sister; they hardly ever argue the way most of MaryLinn’s married friends do with their husbands. They each have their own money and they don’t tell each other what to spend it on. Her only slight regret, she said, was she would have liked to have had a child. Just one. Probably a girl. That’s why she’s enjoyed watching me grow up. All the joy, she said, none of the aggravation.


“I guess Mrs. Carstenson thinks we should change the name of the town to Folly Bay,” I said.


“Lot of the newer people like the idea. I don’t know. Why go to all the bother, is the way I feel. Everybody’ll just have to get new stationery. New business cards.” She shook her head. “Kind of a waste.”


“Those people just like to be doing something all the time. It makes them feel important.”


MaryLinn thought that was hysterical, though I hadn’t meant it to be funny. “Oh, Georgie, you are such a riot!” she said, still giggling as she went into the back room.


The next few hours were crazy. The dogs were coming in so fast I couldn’t get one hooked up in the bathing room before the next two came in, and twice there were skirmishes in the reception room. The funniest one was when this little Scottie had a Labrador retriever backed up into the display rack. The big dog was already so terrified he was trembling, and then a can of flea powder fell and cracked him on the head and he lurched for the door so fast his owner practically fell to her knees.


You have to laugh at the dogs, but also, sometimes I feel sorry for them. Some of them get so scared you have to drag or carry them into the bathing room. They look at you like you’re about to drink their blood or something. You want to say, don’t you remember what happens here? It’s not that bad. A little water, some hot air, clip the nails, and then the brush. You like that part, remember? But, of course, they don’t remember. It’s like yesterday never happened. All they know is now.


Most of the dogs, when it’s over, are so excited to see their owners again they’re practically dancing, and the owners fuss over them and say how beautiful they look with teeny red bows tacked to their ears or big purple bandanas tied around their necks.


But the ones that really make me feel bad are the ones who walk out afterward with their clean, lemony heads hanging low to the ground, peering up at their owners as though they’re ashamed to be seen like this, as if they’ve been caught with their heads stuck in trash cans instead of decorated with cheap ribbon. Their tails wag just a little, like they’re tied to their back legs; they toss their heads once or twice in a futile effort to dislodge their decorations. They don’t feel right. They’ve been gussied up and they smell like a sachet instead of an animal. I know it’s just soap and bows and by the next day the dogs are probably fine again, but it hurts me to see that look in their eyes, like we stole their doggy souls or something.


I had just taken Minnie, this sweet old mutt, back to MaryLinn, and since there was a lull, I thought I ought to make up some bows or maybe dust the display rack. All of a sudden there was my mother coming in the front door, her hair bundled back in an old scrunchy, her shirt buttoned totally crooked, bedroom slippers on her feet. She looked really pissed off, and I tried to think what I’d done to get her so riled up.


She held the door open. “Come upstairs,” she said.


“What? Why? I’m working!”


She hesitated for just a minute and then said, “Your father’s on the phone.”


“My . . . ?” I couldn’t even say the word. I couldn’t remember the last time either of us had used the word father in the last six years, which is the last time we saw him before he left for New York City to become a famous actor. I was ten at the time, and for a while I thought it was kind of neat that my dad was going to be famous. I figured I’d be seeing him on TV pretty soon. It took about six months to figure out I wouldn’t be seeing him at all, on TV or any place else.


“He wants to talk to you.”


“Well, I don’t think I want to talk to him,” I said. Although maybe I did. I wasn’t sure. Why was he calling me?


“Oh, go ahead. Get it over with. Then he can feel good about himself and disappear for a few more years.” My mother is not of the school that says you should lie to your kid about your ex-husband and tell her what a fine fellow he really is, all evidence to the contrary.


I yelled in and told MaryLinn there was kind of an emergency, but I’d be back down as soon as I could. She came running out holding her soapy hands up like a surgeon, scared something terrible had happened, but Mom said, “No big deal. Her father’s on the phone. He thinks she’s still ten. He wants to impress her with his new job.”


I followed Mom upstairs and looked at the phone receiver lying there waiting for me.


“What kind of job?” I asked Mom.


“Don’t ask me. Talk to him.” She walked into the living room, sat on the couch, and picked up a magazine she’d probably already read.


“Hello?” I had halfway decided this was all a joke of some kind anyway.


“Georgie? Hi! It’s Dad. How are you?”


“Dad,” I said. It sounded like him. Like I remembered. I wished I had a picture of him, though, because I was having a hard time remembering exactly what he looked like.


“Yeah, it’s me. Surprise! So, how are you?”


“Okay. I’m . . . sixteen.” I don’t know why I said that. Maybe because Mom said he thought I was still ten.


“You are? You’re sixteen already? Jesus. Can you drive?”


“Yeah, but I don’t have my license yet.” I’d been arguing with Mom for weeks to take me to get it, but she was in no hurry. I wasn’t going to complain about it to him, though. What did he care?


“I know you must think I’m a terrible jerk for not keeping in touch better than I have.” He waited a minute, like he thought I was going to dispute his jerkiness. “The thing is, I’m back and forth between the coasts all the time, picking up one job or another. You know how it is for an actor.”


“Sure.” Those actors. No time for phone calls.


“Anyway, I finally caught a break in this business. I got a TV pilot, and they’re really hot on it. NBC is ready to bankroll it. As we speak.”


“Uh-huh.”


“So, I’ll be moving to L.A. Permanently. I think. I’ve got a place already and it’s really big. Eduardo Silver used to live there, from that show Guys You Love to Hate.” I was mute. “Anyway, I mean, this is a recurring role I’ve got. I’m not the star or anything, but I’m on almost every week and that could turn into something big, you know? So the pay is not shabby. Not shabby at all.”


“What’s the name of the show?” I couldn’t think what I was supposed to say. This was my father, but I hardly knew the guy anymore.


“It’s called Pretty One, and it stars Camilla Danse. You know who she is? Last year she was in a show called My Mother, the Monkey, but that was a bomb. This one will fly.”


“I don’t watch a lot of television,” I said. Not entirely true, but I certainly didn’t watch those tired sitcoms with names like Guys You Love to Hate and My Mother, the Monkey. I could hear my mother, the hyena, laughing in the living room. She was thrilled to hear me being nasty to Dad, which made me want to be nicer to him than I felt like being.


“Well, I just thought you might be kind of excited to hear your old man’s gonna be on the tube pretty soon. Midseason replacement.”


“Yeah,” I said, trying to sound upbeat. “I’ll tell all my friends.” That’ll take me thirty seconds.


“So,” he said, and then stopped, like he’d gotten sidetracked.


“Yeah?”


“Um, I was just thinking. This is out of left field, I guess . . . but you could, if you wanted to, you could live out here with me for a while. You know, move to L.A. I mean, now that I’m thinking about it, I remember that one of the assistant directors on the show lives near me in the Canyon and he was saying that the high school there is pretty good. His kid is on a debate team or something.”


Debate team? Move to L.A.? Was he making this all up on the spot?


Since I wasn’t talking, he kept filling up the air space. “You don’t have to decide right away. I just meant it was something you might want to think about. I mean, Jesus, your mother says you’re still living over that dog place. Which isn’t her fault—I’m not saying that. But still. You could be living out here with the stars.”


Stars? This little laugh shot out. I couldn’t help it. But when my mother gave an echoing hoot (like we were both in on some funny little secret), I pushed the laughter back inside. The guy was offering me a Hollywood hideaway. Which was weird but probably a lot less aromatic than life with the Canine Corps.


So what if I hardly remembered what he looked like? Sure, it all seemed pretty strange, but wasn’t I always saying I was sick of Scrub Harbor? Sick of having no money and a mother who managed to squelch her PMS mentality for everybody but me. Here was a chance to escape, even if it did mean living with a bunch of third-rate actors.


“I hardly know you anymore, Georgie,” old Dad was saying. “It might be fun to get reacquainted. We could go places together. Disneyland and Sea World. Or, I guess sixteen is a little old for that. But . . . I could buy you a car!”


“Really? A car?” Now he had my attention. My mother’s, too. I glanced around in time to see that knowing little smile melt right into her lap.


“Sure! I’ll be making some dough! This place I’m renting has a swimming pool, too, by the way. And a Jacuzzi. Everybody in L.A. has a Jacuzzi.”


“Great,” I said. “I love Jacuzzis.” Like I’d ever been in one. “So, you want me to just move out there?”


When I heard the magazine slap down on the table behind me, I knew I’d hit the jackpot with that last question. Mom would be just about postal by now.


He didn’t say anything right away. “Really? You want to come?”


“Sure. Why not? Should I fly out, or what?”


“Well, this is great, kiddo, it really is. Of course, I’m not ready for you just yet. I’m still in New York this weekend, tying up a few ends. And your school year’s probably just getting going there, isn’t it? How about, maybe, Christmastime or something? Then you could see how you like it and, if it all works out, you could start school in January. When the weather back east is crappy anyway.”


I laughed, but I sounded like I had something gluey stuck in my throat, like a big dumpling from Wu Tan’s at the mall. I couldn’t imagine having Christmas in Los Angeles with the weather still warm and all. Santa in a Speedo.


“You probably ought to talk to your mom about this too. I didn’t get a chance to mention the idea to her. I don’t know if she’ll be too crazy about it.”


“Mmm-hmm.” I suspected we both knew just how crazy she’d be.


“But I’m really glad you want to come out here and live with me, Georgie. I’ve missed you all these years.”


“Mmm-hmm,” I repeated.


“We’ll have fun,” he promised.


“Okay.”


“I’ll call you again next weekend and we’ll make some plans.”


“Bye,” I said.


“Bye, doll. See you soon!”


I clanked the receiver down before he could and headed for the stairs. “I have to get back to MaryLinn’s. We’re really busy today.”


Mom didn’t say anything. She was sitting with her back to me, massaging her sinuses with her fingers. Why should she care? There are half a dozen high school girls she likes more than me. I ran down the stairs back to doggyland.


•  •  •


Usually we stop for lunch around one o’clock. MaryLinn sends me out to get sandwiches from Esther’s Cafe about a block from here. But we got so backed up today MaryLinn didn’t come out to the desk until almost two.


I was just hanging up the phone. “Cancellation! The Marlows’ dog is barfing!”


“Oh, thank God! Oh, that’s terrible, isn’t it? I don’t mean I’m glad she’s sick—I’m just hungry and I need to sit down!”


The rain had finally let up so it was nice walking down to get the sandwiches. The sun was coming out and the wet yellow leaves were all shiny. I love all that fall stuff: leaf piles and wood smoke and heavy sweatshirts and Halloween decorations. People in Scrub Harbor are big on decorations; they go all out. Skeletons swinging in the breeze, pumpkin garbage bags stuffed with leaves, scarecrows sitting on front porches, fake tombstones in the yards. I like stuff that happens the same way every year so you can look forward to it.


I wondered if people in L.A. hung skeletons on their porches, or if they even had porches. It probably wouldn’t even seem like Halloween if there weren’t any leaves on the ground.


When I got back, Linda was on the phone in the other room, so MaryLinn came out to eat with me. She brought us both cups of coffee, mine with lots of milk and sugar.


“So, that was your dad who called?”


“Yeah. It was pretty weird. He asked me to come and live with him in Los Angeles. Go to school out there and everything.”


“No! After all this time?”


I had to swallow a big bite of tuna sub before I could talk. “Yeah. He’s got a TV pilot.”


“He’s got a lot of nerve, is what he’s got.” MaryLinn blew on her coffee. She remembers my dad from when he lived here with us.


I nodded. “I said I might go, but now I don’t know.”


MaryLinn’s mouth fell open. “You said you’d go? You’d leave Scrub Harbor to live in California? I can’t believe that!”


“He lives in the house Eduardo Silver used to live in.”


“Big deal. I never heard of him,” MaryLinn said. “I thought you liked it here. I thought you were a pretty happy girl.”


I shrugged. “You know, not all the time.”


“Nobody is all the time, Georgie.”


We just chewed for a few minutes then and looked out the window.


“Your poor mother,” MaryLinn said finally.


That made me laugh. “Why is she poor?”


She shook her head. “I know it’s none of my business, but how come all of a sudden that father of yours calls up? Where has he been for six years? All of a sudden he decides he wants you and you go running off. I know I should keep my mouth shut, but it isn’t right. I’m sorry.”


MaryLinn looked like she was ready to cry. I didn’t know what to say, but she got up then anyway and went back inside. And then the pooch parade started up again, and I tried not to think about how MaryLinn was more upset about the whole thing than my own mother.
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